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When you feel contraction, traveler,
it's for your own good. Don't burn with grief.
In the state of expansion and delight
you are spending something, and that spending
needs the income of pain.
Jalal al-Din Rumi (Vol. 3, from 3734-3766)
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ABSTRACT
Breathing Room is a thesis driven by a conceptual investigation of glass as an embodiment
of physical limitation. My research considers glass as a somatic medium, as a material with
limitations that mirror those of the human body, and a way to engage bodies in space. This work,
which used hot glass, scientific flameworking techniques, and collaborative gestures, resulted in a
series of performances and objects. My thesis research culminated in two separate yet related bodies
of work and two thesis exhibitions. This dissertation will analyze the work and studio-based research
in relation to historical and contemporary performance art focusing on the media glass and the
body.
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INTRODUCTION
Chronic pain has been my reality since childhood. Growing up, I learned to hide my pain—
to smile more when it hurt— so as to not burden other people with my situation. The invisible
nature of my pain led to isolation, because I feared judgment and misunderstanding. Yet, pain
teaches me to search for replenishment anywhere I can find—which is often in moments of
interaction with other people.
Due to my invisible illness, I fear being misunderstood. I have no verbal language to
effectively communicate the constantly fluctuating state of my pain and ability. This absence
motivates me to explore alternative avenues of connection with other people in my work.
I operate through a framework of alternative forms of currency: social currency and the
currency of the body. The latter builds on a concept known in the disability community as “spoon
theory.1” A disabled body has a limited internal currency of physical stamina. Each action costs a
certain amount of this currency, of which there is a finite budget. At each moment I must calculate
my current allowance and decide how and when to spend the rest. My studio practice spends my
body’s daily currency; each step taken, and each gather from the furnace adds to the gradual
depletion. The physical act causes pain, but I am simultaneously nourished by the process of
making. Creation is a necessary act of depletion for my physically compromised body. Everyday life
is a ritual act of creation and destruction. Elation counteracts my experience of pain and restriction.
My thesis work draws a parallel between the physicality of glass and the human body,
comparing material affordance to corporeal affordance. By pushing glass to its most delicate physical
limits, I explore endurance and depletion in the context of physical restriction. Using the simplified
forms of glass bubbles and thread alongside complex fabricated instruments, my work considers
notions of ability and compromise.
Interactive instruments and collaborative performances are used to invite intimacy and
possible discomfort through proximity to other people. I am curious where the line is drawn
between intimacy and unease. A yearning for connection can be met with an uncomfortably close
moment. How close is too close? My work asks these questions.
1

Miserandino, Christine (2003). "The Spoon Theory". But You Don't Look Sick. Archived from the original on 11 November
2019. Retrieved 2 January 2020.
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BODY
A large influence in my work is my background in music. Prior to my first encounter with
glass, I had two decades of experience practicing and rehearsing classical music with other
musicians. I view the collaborative nature of glass as similar to that of playing chamber music, where
bodies are coordinated and orchestrated in space toward the group effort of a shared goal. The
musical concept of polyphony refers to a group of simultaneous voices, each with their own
independent melody that harmonize together to make a piece of music.2 The notion of polyphony
reminds me of the communal act of creation found in the glass studio. My strongest memories from
childhood involve practicing with my classical string quartet—with me on viola, two violinists, and a
cellist. We spent untold hours in collaborative rehearsal, detailing the minutia of musical expression
in order to create a unified sound that would transcend the sum of each of our solo instruments. In
an ideal ensemble, each member approaches the group with a sense of generosity, putting forth an
effort that extends beyond each individual, toward the shared goal of collective expression. The
tender and dynamic tension of music can be broken at any moment if one member of the group
falters. The act relies on a delicate state of interdependence. The music is not complete when a
member of the group is missing, and a single person cannot carry the experience alone.
In the Glass Community, we often operate in an economy of assistance. There is a
currency of exchanged favors and personal time. I rely on social currency in order to conserve my
currency of bodily stamina and pain. Asking for help means accepting a level of vulnerability, and
the knowledge that I am building a debt of favors and gratitude. The ability to accept this state of
insecurity has deepened the way I approach the studio, and has informed my work that includes
collaboration and dependence. In response to this, a communal aspect of my work started through
the necessity to preserve my spoons. It has spurred an interest in making work involving other
people exploring the levels of ability that multiple bodies can afford one another. This has led to
ideas which investigate degrees of power and equality in relationships, and using physical proximity
to blur the line between help and hindrance, comfort and discomfort.
Blending my interests in glass, music, and collaboration has allowed a new relationship
with my making practice. The shared entities of community and communication have influenced

Sonic Glossary of Columbia University, s.v. “Polyphony”. April 17, 2020.
http://ccnmtl.columbia.edu/projects/sonicg/terms/imitative_polyphony.html
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my research using glass as a focal point for interactivity. Glass and music both contain a tension and
trust that is at the crux of the beauty of collaboration and performance. Both rely on mutual
understanding of subtle gestures for communication—a moment’s eye contact or a punctuated
breath can be used to synchronize coordinated movement or a pause. Drawing upon these
similarities in my performance work with glass, I orchestrate performers’s bodies with movement
and harmony in mind.
INFLUENCES
My influences extend from the Fluxus Art Movement, the Body Art Movement, and
performance artists. I draw inspiration from artists who utilize limitations to explore compromise
and the complexity of interpersonal dynamics. In my approach to materials and processes, I am
influenced by artists who use material to trace interaction with the body and create a record of
bodily movement and transformation.
Artist Rebecca Horn has been a touchstone in my work concerning performance, the body,
and the state of vulnerability/helplessness. As a student, Horn contracted pulmonary intoxication
while working with fiberglass.3 She was confined to a hospital for a year, during which she
experienced extreme isolation. Her illness influenced her relationship with the body’s limitation and
heightened her awareness of its fragility.4 Horn’s work reflects the physical and mental isolation of
her past, and a longing to extend and reach out to others. Her Body Extensions are a series of
performative and wearable objects that inhibit and enable her at the same time. Finger Gloves extend
her fingers, granting strange ability while restricting the functionality of her body.5 Distant objects
become within her reach, yet she herself is kept at a certain distance. The gloves reach outward in
an attempt to communicate with others and feel the world.

3

“Rebecca Horn.” Guggenheim, www.guggenheim.org/artwork/artist/Rebecca-Horn.

4

“Between Cinema and a Hard Place: The Artists: Rebecca Horn.” Tate Museum, www.tate.org.uk/whats-on/tatemodern/exhibition/between-cinema-and-hard-place/between-cinema-and-hard-place0.
-1
5
Preester, Helena. (2007). To Perform the Layered Body—A Short Exploration of the Body in Performance.
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Horn’s body extensions illustrate “the human need for interaction and control while also
pointing to the futility of ambitions to overcome natural limitations.”6 Pencil Mask is a wearable
apparatus that constrains her while transforming her face into a mark making tool. The object,
painful in appearance, acts as a cage around her head, yet it grants an unusual functionality- an ability
to create lines on a wall surrounding her. Horn’s body extensions have inspired me to think about
body apparatuses which explore degrees of ability, and led me to consider how physical function can
be amplified and taken away at the same time.

Rebecca Horn, “Finger Gloves”

Rebecca Horn, “Pencil Mask”

Nina Katchadurian’s video piece Endurance is another work of personal relevance to me.
Endurance depicts Katchadurian’s smile being held for ten minutes while a video excerpt of Sir
Ernest Shackleton's 1914 expedition to the South Pole on the ship Endurance, is projected onto her
front tooth.7 Katchadurian attempts to hold a smile through the duration of the film, but her
composure naturally fades, slowly morphing from a cheerful expression into a grimace. The
challenge of endurance in an attempt to present a warm and pleasant facade resonates with my
reality of invisible pain while interacting with others. The attempt to hold up a positive exterior
while silently depleting is a theme that manifests in my work and everyday life. Just like the body, the

6
Watling, Lucy. “'Cockfeather Mask', Rebecca Horn, 1973.” Tate, Aug. 2012, www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/horn-cockfeather-maskt07849.
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Nina Katchadourian, www.ninakatchadourian.com/misc/endurance.php.
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veneer of positivity has a limited daily
stamina. In a similar way, my thesis work
considers aspects of stamina and the tension
between outward appearance and internal
experience.
Still from Nina Katchadurian’s “Endurance”

The intense vulnerability in the performances of Ulay and Marina Abramović is an
inspiration for my work. In their collaborative piece Rest Energy, a situation of constructed risk
highlights an unequal power dynamic based on trust between two individuals. The danger presented
by the drawn arrow is palpable, yet the action is born on a basis of love
and mutual understanding between the two artists. To Abramović, the
arrow pointed directly at her heart represents trust, as trust is necessary to
undertake a situation of such vulnerability.8 Rest Energy heightens the idea
of connection and care through presenting its opposite in a weaponized
standoff. The duality in this piece has influenced my own performance
work, which blends aspects of competition and collaboration to question
power dynamics between individuals.
Abramović and Ulay “Rest Energy”

The concept of enabling restraints stands out as particularly significant. Uncovering ability
through restriction is a theme in my work and a perspective that propels me in the
studio. Abramović’s The Artist is Present utilizes enabling restraints to create connections between
strangers. Abramović invites members of the public to sit in silence so that they may gaze at one
another for prolonged periods of time. The act of one-on-one eye contact places both the artist and
audience in a position of vulnerability. The necessity of silence and lack of communication, save for
eye contact, is what gives way for the experience of
extreme emotion. The aspect of heightening an intimate
situation to a level of potential discomfort relates to the
intentions behind my multi-person instruments and
performances.
Abramović “The Artist is Present”

8

https://www.ted.com/talks/marina_abramovic_an_art_made_of_trust_vulnerability_and_connection

10

Gina Pane is an artist of the French Body Art Movement who uses her body to create
empathy and expose the physical suffering of others. In her performance Escalade Non-Anesthésiée,
Pane ascends a ladder barefoot, with rungs covered in sharp metal spikes. She climbs the ladder with
bleeding feet until she is physically unable to continue. Escalade Non-Anesthésiée was Pane’s reaction to
the horrors of the concurrent Vietnam war.9 Pane used her own body to visually reference larger
social issues “to invite her audience to experience other people’s pain through hers.”10 The acts of
endurance that Pane and Abramovic perform in their
work have led me to question my own relationship
with endurance and depletion. They inspire me to
think about how I can place myself in the work—
whether literally or by using glass as a stand-in, as a
material with its own physical stamina and
boundaries.
Gina Pane Escalade Non-Anesthésiée

INFLUENCES- MATERIALS AND PROCESSES
I am inspired by artists who approach aspects of bodily and material endurance in their
work. For me, my daily act of endurance is invisible, just as pain invisible. By relating my stamina to
the physical limits of glass, I find a way to make silent acts of endurance tangible. The following
artists connect to how I relate concepts of personal movement and material affordance.
The artist Cassils uses the medium of the body in consort with material to depict notions of
transformation and endurance. Tiresias is a durational performance in which Cassils melts a
masculine bust made of ice with their own body heat. Through this act of endurance, the work
depicts transformation in which “masculinity both freezes the body and is melted away.”11 Body and

9

Baumgartner, Frédérique. (2011). Reviving the Collective Body: Gina Pane's "Escalade Non Anesthésiée". Oxford Art Journal. 34.
http://www.columbia.edu/cu/arthistory/faculty/Baumgartner/GinaPane-OAJ.pdf
10

Mejía, Andrea. “The Artist Who Covered Her Flesh With Maggots To Reflect On Death.” Cultura Colectiva, 28 Jan. 2018,
culturacolectiva.com/art/gina-pane-artist-covered-her-body-in-maggots.
11

Cassils, https://www.cassils.net/cassils-artwork-tiresias
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material work together and against each other, reciprocating an exchange to question the
intersection between masculinity and femininity.

Cassils’s Tiresias

Cassils’s Becoming an Image

In Becoming an Image Cassils attacks a two thousand pound block of clay in a dark room lit
only by the flash of a photographer’s camera. The attack represents “senseless acts of violence
against trans and queer bodies beyond the historical lens."12 By using their body to sculpt the
massive piece of clay, both human and material are pushed to the edge of their physical capacity. I
am inspired by how Cassils uses their body as a means of empathetic sculpture and socially engaged
performance, raising questions in the viewer on how we see ourselves and others, with performances
that result in a range of multimedia art experiences. I see a parallel in Cassil’s endurance work and
the way that I consider my own endurance; as an everyday internal act that I attempt to make visible
through relating to and identifying with material. We both consider the body as a fluid entity which
is capable of transformation. While Cassils speaks to the fluidity of gender, my work is informed by
my fluctuating state of physical strength and ability.
As I operate through a framework of bodily accounting, I consider each movement I make
in the studio as a form of expenditure. As I gather glass and pull thread, my accumulation of

12

Shelley Faye Eisenberg Becoming An Image by Heather Cassils. March 2, 2015. Penn State University, Queer Culture Collection
https://sites.psu.edu/245spring2015/2015/03/02/becoming-an-image-by-heather-cassils/
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movement results in bodily depletion. By necessity, I examine every physical action I take. This
informs my conceptual interests of the body and motion.
I see a connection in my way of thinking and the artist Kim Harty’s approach to creation as
a record of personal movement. Through the use of glass and methods such as motion capture
technology and long exposure photography, Harty transforms the body into an expressive temporal
medium. Time Lapse Performance Series creates a record of her movements in the hot shop, transcribing
the physical activity of her artistic process into an abstracted drawing of light and line. In Vessel
Drawings, Harty uses long-exposure photography and LED lights to create line drawings of
traditional glass vessels over her body, relating the vessels with corresponding parts of the human
figure. Throughout this work, the culmination of practiced gestures personify a “deep-seeded
accumulation of movement-knowledge in the body,”13 while the imperfections in her drawings speak
to notions of value and the handmade object. This series evokes an act of creation where the human
form is a stand-in for glass. In an equal and opposite way, some of my work utilizes glass as a standin for the human body.

Kim Harty, Vessel Drawings

Harty’s Networktopia is the result of an action-based performance. In this work, molten glass,
gravity, and the artist’s body play roles of equal importance, as glass is shaken and drizzled on the
ground to create cage-like landscapes. The resulting piece is an extremely delicate “living artwork”
that is susceptible to degradation when touched. The work is accompanied by a Certificate of
Transience stating that the artwork will transform over time, and that the work is only complete
through the acknowledgment of its ephemerality.

13

Helen Lee, Kim Harty: Human Factors. Bolt Residency, Chicago Artists Coalition. May 30-June 27 2014. Chicago, Illinois.
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I see a connection between Harty’s work and my performance with glass thread, in how
glass is turned into an embodiment of physical action. Both our performance work results in objects
with such incredible fragility that the piece transforms over time with an ephemeral life span of its
own.

Kim Harty, Networktopia

My main process is flameworking, which I see as an underrepresented medium still
burdened with its historical associations as a method for creating trinkets. In my rigorous and
experimental approach to the flame shop, I am working alongside a handful of artists who are using
flameworking in exciting and contemporary ways, including Sally Prasch, Amy Lemaire, Carrie
Fertig, Amber Cowan, Janis Miltenberger, Kit Paulson, and Tim Drier, to name just a few. These
artists are helping advance conceptions of the medium through methods such as large-scale objects
and installation, interactive works, and performance-- all formats of flameworking that go against its
history as a medium for producing trivial objects.

14

BODY OF WORK
During graduate school I have come to realize why I primarily use glass in my work. I
identify the material qualities of glass with the fluidity and fragility of the human body; a simple
strand of glass is delicate yet resilient, brittle but flexible. The communal process of glass brings
people together, and forces them to depend on each other. Just like the human body, glass has
distinct physical limits that when tested are always reached. At the other end of my practice, I draw
upon the meticulous techniques of scientific glassblowing to transform glass’s capacity for sound,
resonance, containment into performative objects.
My thesis work consists of three series; THREAD, BUBBLE, and APPARATUS. The
thread and bubble are used in simple, immediate performative gestures that are often collaborative.
Opposing that are the series of apparatuses, which I construct in isolation but integrate the final
objects in communal acts. While the two types of work oppose one another in complexity,
technique, and form, they are all motivated by the same thesis research and ideas.
CHAPTER 1 - THREAD
A central motif in my work is the glass thread or stringer. This body of work connects the
glass stringer to the limitations of the human body. I transform the glass thread into a measurement
device for depletion. When pulled, it lasts for a specific duration until its heat is spent and is snapped
from its source on the rod. Just like the human body, the thread has its own distinct sense of
stamina.

Figure 1: Stills from “To Brake is To Break” [1:12]
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In To Brake is To Break (Figure 1) I am propelled down a long hallway in my wheelchair by an
able-bodied person. As we run, I pull a glass stringer down the length of the hallway. The speed of
the runner’s body allows the glass string to stretch without breaking. This work depicts a race
between the stamina of the glass and the stamina of the body. I am propelled forward by my
partner’s movement, and my wheelchair hosts the punty containing the hot glass, allowing a
necessary structure and steadiness of momentum. A glass line pulled through space depicts a map of
depletion.
Ravel (Figure 2) is a video document of a durational performance. For 24 hours over the
course of three days, I spun hot glass around a structure into a vertical woven web. The act ended
when, overwhelmed with exhaustion, I was physically incapable of holding up the punty. The video
document highlights the micro-stamina of the glass gather, which lasts for only a few minutes.
During this act, I compared the stamina of the glass and the daily endurance of my own physical
stamina; as each dip in the furnace yields a new hot gather of glass to spin, each day affords my body
an allowance of movement to deplete. The act of repeatedly gathering constantly cooling glass is
charged with a sense of futility; a pathetic sensation when the glass snaps like a broken guitar string.
While conception for this piece differs from how it presents as a finished art work--which speaks to
accumulation and redundancy, I see the themes as related. Futility, redundancy, and perseverance
work in consort, as the glass is ultimately wound into a large monument, a testament to the
persistence of its own creation.

Figure 2: Stills from “Ravel” [1:55]
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Ravel resulted in Corpus (Cocoon) (Figure 3). The final form at the completion of the durational
performance started at around my height, but when taken off its armature it condensed into a 28”
mass of wound stringers, gently compressing under its own weight. Voluminous and abundant, and
imbued with a sense of body language, this piece was thick with the manifestation of time. Corpus
mirrors the dynamic and delicate physicality of the human body. The spun cocoon is unable to bear
its own weight, it destroys itself, shedding trails of thin glass hairs whenever touched or moved.
Corpus is an embodiment of depletion in glass, an accretion of glass strands representing the
expenditure of the human body and material.

Figure 3: Corpus (Cocoon)
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CHAPTER 2- BUBBLE|BREATH
The theme of breath is a central motif in my research done in the flameworking studio. A
person’s breathing changes when they are in pain; it is an audible signal of physical or mental
distress. In my work, I use breath as a metaphor for bodily limitation. Whether athletic, asthmatic, or
sedentary, all people can identify with the feeling of restricted breath, the act of having to catch their
breath, or taking conscious deep inhalations. While breathing is usually considered a solo action, I
am interested in breathing as an intimate way to connect individuals.
Connected Breath is a video series which documents performances with glass bubbles. Connected
Breath uses the glass bubble as a form for charting the interaction of individuals through their
exhalations. Multiple bubbles unite participants through the air in their lungs—an intimate act of
connection. This work explores the tension, beauty, and instability of collaboration. Bubbles unify to
create a point of intersection that is also a barrier; the threat of bursting is a constant possibility. My
background in chamber music informs the way I approach these performative acts with glass. An
orchestration of bodies and movement, coordinated through a series of subtle gestures, unites
performers in a state of delicate balance.

Figure 4: Still from “Connected Breath Duet” [0:11]

Three videos in the Connected Breath series are shown in my thesis exhibition Breathing Room.
Connected Breath Duet (Figure 4), the first video in the series, depicts two figures in profile as they join
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their bubbles together. The
composition is symmetrical with
the moving bubble in the center
of the frame as the figure’s
exhalations pop a thin membrane
to open a pathway to each other's
bodies. Connected Breath Quartet
(Figure 5) features an overhead
ensemble of four bubbles. This
elevated view removes the human
figure from the interaction, leaving

Figure 5: Still from “Connected Breath Quartet” [2:47]

the glass as the focal point and allowing for a detailed appreciation of the interaction between
infrathin14 membranes. Revive (Figure 6)is the latest iteration in the series. In this piece, a human
form lies in repose- motionless, save for the subtle rotation of the fluid bubble over them. A second
figure enters the screen from above and meets their bubble to that of the lower figure. The heat
from the top bubble expands into the lower, portraying a sense of blooming and revitalization. The
two figures remain together until the glass’s heat collectively fades.

Figure 6: Still from “Revive” [0:24]

14

“infrathin” Dictionary of Art and Populra Culture. 2016 http://www.artandpopularculture.com/Infrathin
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The series of videos are unified by visual themes of contrasting light and dark, similar to the
painting technique of chiaroscuro. A black background provides a sense of spaceless-ness, removing
the glass from the context of the studio. Performers are dressed in black, their faces lit by the glow
of hot glass and flame. These compositions of human figures with elements of light and dark allude
to elements characteristic of a renaissance painting.
These performance result in a series of artifacts which
accompany the work: impossibly delicate merged glass bubbles
that show a preservation of joined breath until they inevitably
break (Figure 7).

Figure 7: Joined bubbles (performance relics)
My collaborative performances take place in the flameworking studio, which is
traditionally a place where practitioners work in solitude. With these ensemble-based actions which
bring together multiple people, I propose that the flameworking studio can be a new setting for
group experience. Due in part to its historical associations with itinerant artisans15, flameworking is
commonly associated with the production of tchotchkes, beads, and pipes. I challenge these
antiquated notions with quick, ephemeral performances. These works counter the dominant
understanding of the flame shop as a place of solo production and posit that the flameshop can be a
place for experimental practice, performance art, and interactivity.

15

Hopman, Rebecca “Wonderful Mechanisms: Engaging Audiences with Glass Engines.” GASnews 28, no. 1 (Spring 2017): 18-19.
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The final flame shop performance is a solo video piece entitled Just Breathe (Figure 8). In
this chant-like mediation, a glass bubble inhales and exhales with the person breathing behind it.
There is a communing between the human body and material as glass becomes an active participant
in the act of breathing. Expansion and contraction happen in consort with bubble and lung, the
bubble a waxing and waning barrier between subject and viewer. Through repetition this video
becomes a slow, calming chant. This video intends to be a visual reminder to breathe, a hopeful
gesture for a state of suspended calm.

Figure 8: Still from “Just Breathe” [1:32]
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CHAPTER 3- APPARATUSES
The most technically driven aspect of my thesis research is the “Apparatus” body of
work. Drawing upon scientific glassblowing methods, these objects blend the visual language of
glass labware with overt elements of absurdity. The resulting objects are an amalgamation
referencing musical instruments and pseudoscientific devices. The apparatuses differ from my
bubble performances in that they rely on technical precision, rather than quick, expressive gestures
in glass. The meticulous technique in the finished object creates friction against its own absurdity.
Instrument for Connection and Compromise (Figure 9) began as a continuation of Connected Breath
Series. The piece was conceived as a tool for synchronizing breathing and bodies as a means of
completing a shared action or goal. Instrument is based on the idea of physical dependence in
collaboration. The first iteration is a trumpet with two mouthpieces, requiring one person to cover
an opening with their lips so that another person may play the instrument. Presenting a relational
power structure, the static player who silently covers the opening plays a seemingly minor yet vital
role—without their presence the trumpet is unplayable.
A common trait in my work is a sense of reliance on other people. This conceptual dynamic
is influenced by my need for physical assistance and an embrace of collaboration. Just as Connected
Breath requires multiple volunteers to practice and perform, Instrument for Connection necessitates other
willing bodies to play the instrument. By making this work collaborative, I willingly disable myself. I
find this act to be a fascinating
friction because assistance from
others in the studio has made my
limited body more capable—and
yet this work, which relies solely on
cooperation, negates my own
agency. By adding multiple
mouthpieces, I create a need for
other bodies. However redundant
they may seem as they stand
motionless, their only movement is
a vibration in their lips created by

Figure 9: Instruments for Connection and Compromise (Close Enough to Tickle)
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the buzzing of my own. These instruments create a dynamic where I as the player put forth the
effort and have the control of the sound—yet I voluntarily place myself in a position of
helplessness. This dynamic is further exploited and reversed in a performance that takes place in my
thesis show Catching Breath, where I as the sole player repeatedly deplete my breath, while the other
performers must stand there, unable to help or intervene.
In my thesis exhibition, Catching Breath, the two instruments sit on tables on either side of
the gallery. During the opening reception, there is an unannounced performance. The event would
unfold as follows:
Four people huddle shoulder-to-shoulder around the multi-person trumpet and I begin to play. Upon
first breath, a loud and sudden squawking sound interrupts the gallery din. Confused gallery goers wander
over to inspect the ruckus, and they are met with a group of people awkwardly nestled together. Blowing into
the trumpet repeatedly, I attempt to reach its full range of harmonics. As my breath is depleted, I continue to
play, struggling to sustain the collective experience. In between blows I gasp for air, but I am unable to make
up for the expenditure of breath. While my breath runs out, people may grow concerned that I may pass out,
and they will want to intervene—even to play for a bit to allow me to take a break. But the protocols of
performance demand that they cannot– that they must instead watch this uncomfortable act unfold. After 6
minutes of playing, still gasping for breath, myself and a partner move onto “Duel Duet,” the trumpet for two
players, while the rest of the performers leave the room. My partner and I play together and against each
other, competing with our lungs to sustain a note. He hits a note and I knock him off of it. Our veins
bulging, faces turning red, we continue this battle of
breath for three minutes until we both can go on no
longer. After a moment to synchronously catch our
breath, we put the trumpet down and exit the
room.

Duel Duet (performance still)
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THE EXHIBITIONS

My thesis work culminated in two shows, with two separate bodies of work. While all
related, the work was expansive enough to divide into two shows in order to investigate its themes
in different ways. Both exhibitions are underpinned by notions of glass, breath, and delicate thread
as embodiment of vulnerability and connection. By splitting the work up, I was able to direct the
intentions of both shows, following in my tendency towards maximalism by pursuing a multitude of
work, while curating the specific focus for each space.
Due to the outbreak of COVID-19, I was unable to exhibit either thesis show. While the
culmination of my thesis was not brought to fruition in a physical exhibition, the work was
complete—so I will discuss my thesis shows the way they would have happened.
Catching Breath is an exhibition which examines vulnerability through the theme of breath,
using breath as a metaphor for bodily limitation. This show, located in RIT’s Bevier Gallery, features
Instrument for Connection and Compromise, and Duel Duet. The instruments sit on tables on either side of
the gallery, as if waiting to be picked up and played.
The opening reception of Catching Breath hosted the live instrumental, depicting bodies in
an act of physical compromise, and a person struggling to breathe in order to sustain a collective
experience. For the remainder of the show’s run, the instruments sit silently on the tables. Only the
audience members on the opening night experience the sound and emotion of the live performance.
When I was planning this exhibition, the visual simplicity in the post-performance display was a
challenge for me, as I tend to
want to fill a space with
information and work. The
extreme editing leading up to the
final version of the show brought
me out of my comfort zone of
excess and led me to accept a
minimalist approach in my display
for the first time. This was one of
my greatest challenges during
Catching Breath, proposed installation view
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graduate school, and it taught me a valuable lesson in reducing information to impart a bolder
message with fewer objects.

Instrument for Connection and Compromise (Close Enough to Tickle) (Post-performance Gallery View)

Duel Duet (Post-Performance Gallery View)
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Breathing Room, the namesake of my thesis, in a solo exhibition that exposes the fluidity and
compromise of interpersonal interaction using two forms: glass bubble and thread. This solo show
was to be located at Joy Gallery in Rochester.
This show features the Connected Breath series on video panels, and the accompanying joined
bubble relics of the performances. In the back of the gallery, Corpus (Cocoon) (Figure 3) sits on a
wide, black cement plinth. A few feet away lives the video Ravel (Figure 2). The two works presented
together speak to abundance and futility in material accumulation. The video To Break is to Break
(Figure 1), is projected in its own room in the back of the gallery. The fast tempo, humor, and stuntlike quality in this piece contrasts to the contemplative air of the collective works in the front room.

Gallery Rendering for Breathing Room
Through the motif of the glass bubble and thread—forms that extend glass to its most
delicate physical limits—Breathing Room presents moments of intimacy, futility, and tension within
interpersonal acts of connection and transformation of body and material. In this exhibition, glass is
considered a somatic medium, a material with its own sense of gesture and body—as well as a bodyactivated experience. In curating this show, the glass bubble performances depict moments of
communal action between people and glass. Juxtaposing that is the work with glass thread
accumulation; a solo contemplation on abundance, redundancy, and material affordance.
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Proposed Installation for Joined Bubble Relics
A PANDEMIC OF DISTANCE
The COVID-19 pandemic locked-down society in the United States a few weeks before my
first thesis opening, and dramatically changed the conceptual overtone of my thesis work. COVID19 is a respiratory illness which affects people’s ability to breath and is transmitted through particles
carried by exhalations from the infected. Social distancing is now an enforced practice, discouraging
individuals from being within 6 feet of each other. My series of work which unites bodies in intimate
acts of breathing, using the mouth and lungs as a passageway for connection—suddenly became
forbidden and taboo. At this current moment I believe the charge of my work has changed, eliciting
visceral reactions of repulsion, echoed by a longing for the connection we were once allowed. In the
age of the Corona Virus, the act of breathing can no longer be taken for granted; a healthy
unencumbered breath is revealed to be a gift. The pandemic provides a new lens for which to view
my work, which will inform my future research when I return to the studio. I look forward to
investigating how bodies can return to states of improbable intimacy following the isolation and
ubiquitous distance necessitated by the pandemic. My research moving forward will be colored by a
new veil—our collective trauma of fear of contamination and desire for connection after universal
extended isolation.
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CONCLUSION
I entered graduate school hoping to address the disconnect between my work and my
conceptual interests. At the time my work was driven by process, but it was unrelated to my ideas
and personal experience. My goal was to find a way to reflect my personal experience in my work.
Over the past two years, the way I approach the studio has transformed. Through conversations
with mentors and peers I have learned how to accept my vulnerability, and to use my pain as a point
of strength and motivation in my work. Rigorous experimentation, critical dialogue, and studio
research has changed my practice and led me to understand why I am drawn to the medium of glass
at the most basic level. I am excited to have found a way to incorporate my strongest interests, in
music and community into my studio practice.
I see this work as a contribution to the conversation of glass practice and performance art.
While embracing the ephemeral, action-based aspects of flameworking, I aim to advance perceptions
of the process, away from its historical association with small, collectable objects. The scale and
intimacy of the flame shop allow for dynamic actions of remarkably close proximity, unique among
other glass processes, which I exploit in my work. Over the past decade, my experience of the flame
shop is one that is often a place of isolation, where artists work solitarily over a solo flame. By
approaching the flame shop as a space for communion, in which individuals literally and figuratively
come together, I seek to question the current and traditional understandings of the studio.
My thesis work has stimulated my interest in glass through the lens of performance. Moving
forward, I plan to deepen my cross-disciplinary investigations into glass as action in collaboration
with musicians, choreographers, and movement artists. My studio-based research will continue to
investigate the role of glass at the intersection of sensory disruption, technical precision, and the
intimacy of collaboration.
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LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS

Connected Breath Duet
Performance
0:11
2019
Filmed by Ethan Townsend
Link to Video: https://vimeo.com/421747225
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Revive
Performance
0:24
2020
Filmed by Ethan Townsend
https://vimeo.com/407782056
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Connected Breath Quartet
Performance
2:47
2019
Filmed by Molly Richardson
https://vimeo.com/388125661
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Joined Bubble Relics
Glass
Dimensions Vary
2020
32

Photograph by Scott
Semler

Duel Duet
Glass, performance
Object size 18.5” x 27” x 13”
2019
Photographed by Ying Chiun Lee
https://vimeo.com/389042879
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Instrument for Connection and Compromise (Close Enough to Tickle)
Glass, performance
Object size 38”x 19.5” x 16”
2019
Photograph by Elizabeth Lamark
https://vimeo.com/488666850
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Corpus (Cocoon)
Glass
28”x28”x25”
2020
Photograph by Scott Semler
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Ravel
Video
Dimensions vary
2020
1:55
https://vimeo.com/407784860

36

To Brake is to Break
Video
Dimensions Vary
2019
1:12
https://vimeo.com/407790807

37

Just Breathe
Video
Dimensions vary
2020
https://vimeo.com/393565587
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Breathing Room
Proposed exhibition layout
March 2020
Rendering assistance from Benjamin Loughin
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